Eastern Sudan and the Red Sea Hills were not spared from the deadly sanat sitta famine that ravaged much of Dar Fur, Kurdufan, Dunqula, Mahas, Sukkut, Nilotic Sudan, and Ethiopia. Rumors of an impending food crisis in the interior reached Sawakin in the summer of 1889.
1
Over the next few months, large groups of Bija pastoralists migrated to Sawakin in search of food. For example, 1,200 Hadandawa pastoralists arrived in Sawakin between December 11 and 23, 1889, 2 and 560 more on December 25, 1889.
3 Whole diw á bs migrated under the leadership of their shaykhs. A number of formerly rebellious shaykhs , including 'Abd al-Qadir and Hamid Mahmud, both of the Hamdab adat of the Hadandawa, 4 and 'Ali Walad Sulaiman, the grandson of the former n ā ẓir of the Hadandawa, settled near Sawakin under AngloEgyptian protection.
5 These refugees formed an encampment north of the town's outer defenses and subsisted, primarily, on the charity of townspeople. Initially, this migration, as Henry Barnham, the British Consul at Sawakin reported, did not "excite attention in Suakin" and Anglo-Egyptian officials did not offer food aid. In January 1890, Barnham reported that "wasted frames of mere skin and bone began to swell the number of ordinary mendicants in the streets." Nonetheless, officials were still unwilling to offer assistance. As a result, numbers of refugees, many of them children, died from starvation each day in Sawakin. By the time the administration set up a relief program in early March, Barnham observed that famine refugees had been reduced to searching through the city's garbage for food, picking through animal feces for undigested grain, and eating wild cats.
Conditions were equally horrific in the Red Sea Hills. A. B. Wylde, the agent of the STC witnessed the devastation first hand. Wylde had interpreted the Egyptian Army's December 1888 proclamation as a formal relinquishment of all Egyptian claims in Eastern Sudan and the Red Sea Hills 7 and, therefore, he had begun to travel extensively throughout the region, to enter into trade agreements with local shaykhs 8 and to contract with cultivators in the Tawkar Delta to grow cotton. 9 In May 1890, The Anti-Slavery Reporter published a letter from Wylde in which he outlined the devastation in the Tawkar Delta. Wylde wrote that only the wealthy in the delta had access to grain and that the rest of the population had been reduced to destitute "living skeletons." Wylde claimed that the worst off were the widows and children of the men who had died since the start of the rebellion. He also asserted that between 50 and 100 people in the Red Sea Hills died each day from starvation.
10
The sanat sitta famine set the ground for the expansion of AngloEgyptian influence in Eastern Sudan and the Red Sea Hills. AngloEgyptian officials capitalized on the economic and social dislocation caused by this food crisis by conquering the Tawkar Delta and, thereby, severely curtailing the Mahdist state's influence in the Red Sea Hills. Nonetheless, the famine was not the result of Anglo-Egyptian military strategy. Rather, the famine was caused by rinderpest spreading north from Eritrea. This epizootic decimated the herds on which Bija pastoralists economically depended. After the famine subsided, food insecurity continued to structure the relationship between Bija pastoralist communities and the Anglo-Egyptian administration. In the 1890s, a series of natural disasters severely reduced local grain yields and, as a result, Bija communities continued to depend on grain imports controlled by Sawakin. As a result, these communities had to collaborate with the Anglo-Egyptian administration in order to earn the money necessary to purchase their sustenance. Though these communities initially benefited economically from their new relationships with the Anglo-Egyptian administration, subsequently implemented administration policies eroded the region's economic base, rendering it more difficult for these communities to purchase their sustenance.
The Sanat Sitta Famine in Eastern Sudan and the Red Sea Hills
The sanat sitta famine in Eastern Sudan and the Red Sea Hills, which occurred during the 1889-1890 cultivation year, was not caused by a
